More than 40 biomedical societies have banded together to counter calls for them to provide immediate and unrestricted access to the scientific literature they publish.
On 16 March, the societies launched the Washington DC Principles for Free Access to Science, a set of guidelines that backs free access to papers but reserves the right of publishers to charge for them for several months after publication.
In London, meanwhile, publishing experts told a parliamentary select committee that scientific societies might have to cut back on their non-publishing activities if open access catches on.
Signatories to the Washington DC principles -most of them US-based societiessay they need publishing revenues to pay for everything else they do, from running conferences to educating the public. "Any profit that we make goes back into the development of the next generation of scientists," says Martin Frank, executive director of the American Physiological Society and spokesman for the group.
The societies say they are responding to the launch of the Public Library of Science's first journal, PLoS Biology, last October. The free online journal generates income by charging authors $1,500 to publish a paper.
But the societies say that the backers of PLoS failed to acknowledge that both traditional and open-access publishing can coexist. "People were saying that PLoS was plotting the overthrow of the scientific publishing system,"says Frank.
Many society editors say it would be impossible to generate income for other activities if they only raised money through payments from authors. An international survey of 4,000 researchers' attitudes to open-access publishing, released on 18 March by information scientists at City University, London, suggested that fewer than 5% of authors would be willing to pay more than $1,000 to publish a paper.
Rhonda Oliver, managing director of Portland Press, the London-based publishing arm of the Biochemical Society, says she would need to charge almost twice that just to keep the society's journals afloat. Oliver says the publications also give a surplus of £500,000 (US$920,000) to the society every year, and that the society would have to charge £3,000 for each paper published to keep that going.
Similar concerns have been raised by witnesses to the inquiry into scientific publishing run by the UK House of Commons' Science and Technology Committee, which began hearings on 1 March and plans to report this summer. But the editorial director of BioMed Central, a London-based publisher of more than 100 open-access journals disagrees: Peter Newmark argues that societies are basing estimates for author payments on existing publication systems. He says that the figure would be much lower if journals moved to online-only publication and factored in savings generated by not having to print journals or sell subscriptions.
Newmark also questions whether the societies should be channelling publication revenue into other activities. He says that grants and education programmes are valuable, but points out that the money ultimately comes from public sources. "They're taxing the universities to support the societies,"he says. 
